HgCl2-induced perturbation of the T cell network in experimental allergic encephalomyelitis. I. In vitro characterization of T cells involved.
Mercuric chloride (HgCl2) induces in Lewis (LEW) rats a non-antigen-specific immunosuppression and is able to down-modulate experimental allergic encephalomyelitis in about 70% of the rats. The aim of the present study was to determine the frequencies of lymph node cells involved in the proliferative response to myelin basic protein in rats injected with HgCl2 and immunized with myelin by using limiting dilution analysis (LDA). Highly frequent CD8+ T suppressor cells and at least 10-fold less frequent protein basic-specific T helper cells were detected in these rats. A third cell type allowing the proliferative response of Th cells in spite of Ts cells was also demonstrated. These cells, which could act as contrasuppressor cells, were CD4+ and adhered to Vicia villosa lectin; their frequency was in the same range as that of T helper cells. These data illustrate the potential role of different levels of T cell immunoregulatory activity in autoimmunity and the major interest of LDA in their analysis.